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Abstract 
The article introduces an analytical approach to understanding mature students’ stances on learning in an arts university based 
program. Focusing on the language and tools mature students employ in exploring in interviews their orientations, satisfaction 
and outcomes of learning at the university, this analysis proposes a socio-cultural perspective to forming an understanding of how 
they experience learning and form an understanding of themselves whilst at university. To this end, reference is made to the 
analytical tools provided by Davis and Harré’s positioning theory (1990) and Bloome’s chronotopical analysis (2009) developed 
from Bakhtin’s notion of chronotope (1981). 
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A growing body of literature is paying attention to increasing participation of older students in higher education. 
Either returning to the university or passing its’ doorsteps for the first time in life, older students form increasingly 
larger cohorts among the student body at the university and make up for a noticeable diversity of groups of adult 
participants to the educational activities at the university (Lorentsen, 2007). Research has yet to produce 
comprehensive, deep understandings of what the dynamics of learning and identity making processes are for adult 
participants present in the university campus later in life (Feldman 1994; Graham & Donaldson 1999).  
1. Situating the proposed problem-space  
So far most studies have focused on exploring the differences regarding aspects of participation to learning and 
their possible correlation to academic performance and success, between groups of participants to higher education 
defined by age. In this divide there is no consensus over the denomination of either groups, studies proposing 
younger vs. older students (Pascarella & Terenzini 1991), traditional vs. non-traditional students (Rautopuro & 
Vaisanen, 2001). Here we shall address the group of people enrolling the university courses of study later in life as 
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mature students and thus refer to students past 23-25 years of age, whose experiences at the university may be 
concurring other life experiences such as being or having been employed, having a family, children and/or 
grandchildren etc.  
As literature indicates, there is a significant body of research paying attention to what differentiates the 
experiences of younger or more mature students at the university. As a result there are indications that mature 
students differ from their younger counterparts in ways often divided between negative and positive differential 
aspects. As Rautopuro and Vaisanen (2001) remark, based on their reading of research, on the negative side, mature 
students report difficulty in integrating into student life and other campus activities (Graham & Donaldson 1999), 
while on the positive side, they report a strong sense of commitment to the goal of obtaining a university degree 
(Bradley & Cleveland-Innes 1992) and have better academic facility than their younger counterparts (Cleveland-
Innes 1994). Some research on academic achievement (Kuh, 1993) suggests that mature students do as well or 
better than traditional students on many different performance measures. However, with respect to achievement-
related variables, the findings have been inconsistent (Donohue & Wong, 1997). Furthermore, some data indicate 
that the older groups of students reveal tendencies to be more positive in their self-concepts, may be more internally 
oriented, and perceive less anxiety in learning, and may be oriented more to goals and achievement, require more 
formal learning methods, prefer to learn in a variety of ways, may be less impulsive, and perceive themselves to be 
more abstract in their thinking (see Rautopuro & Vaisanen, 2001). Whilst informing on descriptive aspects of 
learning in a rather generalized and de-personalized manner, this type of research findings do not provide us with 
any insight into how mature students experience learning, its various moments of tension, how they position in the 
specific contexts of learning and make sense of who they are, why and how they are doing things in a particular 
manner whilst engaged in academic endeavors alongside more or less experienced others.  
It is thus proposed here that the perspective be shifted from a cognitive understanding of learning to a socio-
cultural perspective, placing focus on understanding not so much the possible differences between abstract 
categories making up for a cognitive representation of the learning experience and proposing possible discussions 
from a quantitative perspective. What it is proposed here is an approach to understanding how mature students 
experience learning and form an understanding of themselves whilst at university, by focusing on the language and 
tools they employ in exploring in interviews their orientations, satisfaction and outcomes of learning at the 
university.  
 
2. Method 
The findings presented and discussed in this study come from a small-scale, interview-based study conducted in 
December 2013-Jannuary 2014 in a vocational arts university in Northern Romania. The researcher was familiar 
with the campus life and curricula at this particular university, as for the past five years she is working with the 
students taking a bachelor and/or a master degree and pursuing simultaneously the pre-service teacher education 
program offered by the university. Being familiar to the institutional level of discursive practices of learning and 
education informed the researcher in her proposed analysis exercise, placing focus on the language of mature 
students exploring their learning and identity affirming opportunities in the educational setting at the university.  
Six participants, four majoring in Music Interpretation and two in Visual Arts Pedagogy, four male and two 
women, with ages ranging from 25 to 70 have agreed to take part in this small scale study asking them to take part 
in semi-structured, voice-recorded interviews. The invitation to this study was extended to large year-groups 
formations attending lectures in Pedagogy at the university. The invitation included an explanation of the purposes 
of research, which was to explore how mature students experience learning at the university of arts. The six people 
who accepted to take part in the study where second and third-year students in bachelor degree programs. During 
the interview participants explored why they came to the university and how they were experiencing learning 
throughout the years. Interviews were voice-recorded and transcribed at a later stage.  
Analysis of language data employs the conceptual tools of chronotopical analysis (Bakhtin, 1981; Bloome et al, 
2009) and those of positioning theory (Davis & Harré, 1990). These analytical tools have also been employed in a 
previous, larger analysis engaging with identity affirming issues and language that beginning and experienced 
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teachers use in exploring learning situated in the early stages of professional exercise. For a detailed explanation of 
these analytical tools, their use and proposed findings in that study see Mitescu (2012, 2014).   
Davis and Harré’s notion of a subject position incorporates both a conceptual repertoire and a location for 
persons within the structure of rights for those that use that repertoire. The two differentiate between interactive 
positioning (in which what one person says positions another) and reflexive positioning (in which one positions 
oneself) as operational tools for analyzing language. Bloome et al. (2009) employed Bakhtin's (1981) notion of 
chronotope to analyze pupils’ engagement with learning opportunities in teacher-pupils classroom interaction. 
Chronotopes are understood as sets of assumptions (an ideology) about how people move through time and space 
and how that movement is related to changes in the person and in the worlds in which she/he participates. The 
construct of a chronotope focuses attention on how people conceptualize their collective and individual movement 
through time and space. A distinction is made between individually held chronotopes, shared chronotopes, and 
publicly held chronotopes. By juxtaposing these differing chronotopes participants to activities create learning 
opportunities, which are social events in which a person or people are positioned to adopt and adapt (take up) a set 
of social and cultural practices associated with academic domains (cf. Rex 2006). 
3. Findings discussed  
The speech events afforded by the opportunities for exploring in semi-structured interviews mature students’ 
learning experiences at the university presented this researcher with a very insightful experience of knowing who 
the six partners in dialogue were and how they positioned themselves, positioned others and experienced being 
positioned in the learning contexts at the university. In analysis each narrative was treated as an opportunity for the 
researcher to immerse herself in the storyline in order to make sense of  how the narrator was constructing in 
language a learner identity for themselves, and in this respect, the researcher was a part of the research. A cross-case 
analysis of the six narratives was also performed. The findings of this study do not advance any claim on 
generalization or representativity of results. It prompts an analytical exercise with merely a prototypical value, 
placing emphasis on the informative and explanatory merits of socio-cultural approaches to understanding identity 
and learning.  
In analysis the transcripts of the six interviews - each exploring in a semi-structured manner the histories of  
participants deciding to come to the university of arts, and of them taking part in various learning experiences at this 
university, along with their projections regarding what was following for the remaining parts of the study-programs 
they were enrolled in - were read guided by the major themes of research explored in relation to mature students’ 
stances on learning at the university , i.e. the students orientation, level of satisfaction and outcomes of learning. In 
the course of exploring possible answers to questions related to each of these three major themes, I shall employ the 
positioning and chronotopical analysis instruments of analyzing language.  
3.1. Learning Orientations 
Psychological theories of learning and identity have been dominant in education for the past century. The 
underlying conceptions are mainly based on individual and cognitive models, prompting approaches to learning 
rooted in an “acquisition” metaphor, placing focus on actors’ cognitive capacities and problem-solving abilities. In 
talking to the six mature students, various forms of making cognitive concepts and ideas instrumental to their 
portrayals of learning were framing the map with which students attempted to read the terrain of their learning 
experiences. In language, learning is mainly explored as an enterprise of direct, and to some extent guided and 
supervised confrontation with one’s own personal limitations, primarily conceived as a deficit in “information”, 
“skill” and “knowledge”. This deficit and the related referential points for exploring their understanding of learning 
are prompted in how speakers are positioning knowledge, problems, people and institutions in their accounts of 
their histories of participation to learning.  
For P.A., who came to the university at 36 to study Canto, after having been first going to the Popular School of 
Arts, a non-academic institution offering music training to participants of all ages, here is how she explains how she 
eventually decided to pursue Canto at university: “I’ve built my courage to try at the Conservatory for about two 
more years [after starting at the Popular School of Arts] because it seemed to me that I cannot have access there. It 
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seemed unreachable, intangible by me who didn’t go to the music school…because other than talent what else do I 
bring…I was wondering how will I make it through university aware that there are requirements at academic level, 
students come there with specialized training behind, having been to high-school or even in gymnasium [in music 
vocational schools].” The fragment illustrates a manner of juxtaposing the public (institutional) and personal 
(individual agency) chronotopes as in a mutually exclusive relation, as if the speaker and the institution are situated 
in completely separated worlds or spaces of reference. The link between the two chronotopes, positioned as what 
prevented the person to imagine it as an identity link, is explored as a possible explanation to why the two could not 
have merged: a gateway type of assessment propositions, positioning knowledge as ‘academic requirements’ and 
the imagined identity of potential individual participants as a matter of schooling trajectory and specialization, the 
implicit being that on certain learning trajectories specialized knowledge is accumulated and thus, legitimizes 
participation.   
Whilst maintaining a general frame of reference for conceiving learning in these parameters, what becomes 
evident in a situated, historically informed reading of the language interviewees are employing, is that learning is 
intertwining with searching for opportunities to prompt and affirm historically consistent identities. In the course of 
sorting out who they are as learners in the particular contexts at the university, speakers are engaging in exploring 
their motives, their ways of doing things and the ways in which these intersect with the tools, procedures and 
priorities proposed at the university. This makes up for a space and time in which speakers explore in language their 
agency as learners, an action which makes identities in the making visible. 
For  P.B. who came to the university at 62 to study Visual Arts, after having had experienced various forms of 
participation in the local and national art community, painting, participating in exhibitions and receiving positive 
feedback from other members of the community, having to explore in language his engagement with the arts which 
lead him to pursue the program at university is an opportunity to prompt a journey of moments in history with 
various portrayals for his motivation being consistent over many social situations of development (see Hedegaard, 
2009): “when I first came to the city, in sixty four, I went to a vocational school to learn a profession (…) When I 
first step foot in the schoolyard it said up, in iron letters, The School of Arts and Professions. I did wondered why 
(…) I have a photo from sixty four…they demolished the building and the sport field is not there anymore…but  I 
was looking towards [now] the building of  faculty of Arts…it was this workshop there and I was finding myself in 
it…and now I came back to that same place…so this is like a::: you should know this, these thoughts they 
conspire”. In this example of language in the final part of the paragraph of the speaker’s personal chronotope 
shaped with his identity being positioned at the center of different figurative spaces (that  of the school, that of the 
photographic image, that of the faculty building) recovered from history by a personal account of events throughout 
time, is being juxtaposed to the chronotope of his partner in dialogue (the interviewer), a call by which the speaker 
is placing emphasis on constructing  a shared chronotope: that of both partners in the dialogical situation confirming 
that the call for his participation in learning at the university is a call of destiny. By this emphasis is being placed on 
the centrality of vocation in the identity concept of the speaker: being a learner at the University of Arts is regarded 
as a pre-destined conspiracy, organizing the life events around the speaker’s vocation for arts. In all interviews this 
account for vocation and passion being positioned at the core of the learners’ identities was noted. Other examples 
of language from data, supporting this claim include: “It took me some steps along the way to figure it out, so that I 
can finally do something with passion, from the heart, something which would satisfy me and possibly turn into a 
career” (P.D, 25 years old, studying Canto, after graduating from Law), “I’ve always had a major interest, since 
childhood, I’ve been taking awards for painting and this motivated me….Even in reading, I was not satisfied with 
novels. I preferred art critical works, I’ve always been preoccupied with problems of synthesis, of analysis, 
something more essential” (P.C., 70 years old, studying Visual Arts, after a 32 year career in medicine).  
3.2. Satisfaction with learning 
The image over the satisfaction with learning the mature students participating in this study portrayed whilst 
engaging with making sense of their learning experiences throughout the various stages and contexts of learning at 
the university in no simple one. Satisfaction appears to be a multicolored or, in the relevant cases, a polyphonic 
position-set.  
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In exploring what they like and what they don’t, what they find affording and what they find constraining their 
learning  at the university, all interviewees have taken an exploratory route to making and expressing meaningful 
answers, a route made of exhibiting tensions, engaging with understanding sources of tension and positioning in the 
various phases of experiencing those tensions. There were no black and white answers.  
For P.C. this multi-faceted way of exploring in language her satisfaction with the learning experience included 
episodes in which she explored dis-satisfaction with not recognizing the scaffolding to getting to the core of the 
subjects  in the approach proposed to learning, that did not match her expected, explicitly directive mode of 
teaching: “they gave us all these works with various themes and I was surprised that a composition was proposed to 
us and you don’t know how to do it…so the teacher wants you to make it but you don’t know how to, how to balance 
it, chromatically, how to draw it…we’ll lear-…we, I mean I was very direct about it and I said “Sir we came here to 
learn how to do it” “You will in a practical way, meaning you will work and by analyzing the works we shall see if 
they are good, if they aren’t, what else should have occurred…”. Elsewhere, the same student says: “There are 
many subjects, some with colors, some with visual grammar all sort of names…but I don’t see any of that..I don’t 
see that we’re at the core of the problem”. Further during the interview, an episode of  fully satisfying experience is 
explored in the case of an activity which took all students at the faculty taking part with different responsibilities in 
one collective project asking some to create and exhibit and others to produce critical accounts of their experiences 
with the works of their peers.  
When engaging with exploring their learning experiences, what differentiates the six trajectories of the 
participants in this studies are the linguistic, conceptual tools they employ in framing and constructing their 
answers. In each case tools pertaining to their past professional or educational experiences become visible in the 
manners in which they make sense of what is happening in the contexts of learning at the University of Arts.  For 
example, in the language of P.B., who apart from being preoccupied with arts, had a 43 years long career in gas 
installations engineering and management, the identity is a matter of constantly positioning along the lines of past 
and present contexts and situations of development, employing in the course of making sense of who he is various 
tools, procedures and priorities relevant for the discursive practices informing those social situations of 
development: “I was expecting it to be like at polytechnics. It was a very serious job, military like, whereas here I 
found myself like…it was more bohemian this faculty, I mean no one was stressing over being late or sleeping in the 
lecture hall (…) because for me, being more rigid, coming from a technical background, we could not fail, or be 
late because for us this could have meant an explosion”. Later in the interview, here is how he positions himself in 
the context of activity: “I’ve got colleagues who retired and they are like “we retired after forty years, we stay and 
vegetate now, we take care of the garden…” and I met a couple in the street, they regressed , they don’t converse 
anymore….so the man if is not useful and is not given attention, he is reaching a limit, is falling in such a 
derive…even if he was a good man, important…and this woke me up even more”. The use of a shared chronotope 
(signified in language in the manner of using the first person, plural pronoun we) to signify an identity affirming 
positioning towards  the group of arts students at the university, and the group of peers who after retiring take 
different occupational routes with different noticeable impacts on the perceived quality of life is signaling a multi-
faceted use of the semantic repertoire, making visible the multi-faceted  understanding of who the learner is whilst 
engaged in learning at the university. Learning experiences can be both criticized and praised for a multitude of 
reasons, depicting a multi-colored, multi-layered image of mature student’s satisfaction with learning at the 
university.     
3.3. Learning Outcomes 
For all participants in this study the language data from interviews indicated that a storyline of personal 
fulfillment having consequences on their professional trajectory, and not the other way around, was taking 
precedence in their accounts of learning at university.  
For P.E., 26, who came at the university to study classic guitar, after having graduated from a music school, 
majoring in violin in high school and attempting to step away from music interpretation altogether, by pursuing first 
a bachelor degree in European studies and living for a number of years in another part of the country, the target of 
being at university is and isn’t having a diploma. In different parts of the interview the speaker places different 
emphasis on the two: whilst exploring his disconnecting with violin – a musical instrument which he studied 
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throughout childhood and high-school – getting a diploma in music interpretation is positioned as the main reason 
why P.E. gave music studies another go: “I need a diploma because I want to work and no one hires you without a 
diploma”. When, instead, the new-found love for a musical instrument which he finds “exciting” and notices that he 
“really likes” and is “passionate about” , the outcome of learning being positioned most relevant and important for 
him is “The diploma is not something which interests me much. I would like to progress with classic guitar because 
I am mad about it. I have never expected to like an instrument so much and study with such pleasure at it. To me, 
well, I would like to graduate just so that I learn more guitar”.  The language employed is revealing different 
chronotopes for what learning and diploma mean to this speaker. In relation to his identity of a learner, what seems 
to be positioned as baring great importance and relevance is an image of learning understood as both stemming out 
of and fulfilling his passion for the musical instrument. The outcome of learning is more learning opportunities, 
which thus positioned becomes, along with passion for the instruments the privileged identity constructs for this 
student.  
For P.F., 30, at the university studying Religious Music, after having completed a degree in Economics and 
having worked in an Orthodox church as a singer for more than a decade, regarded from the perspective of its 
expected outcomes, learning appears to never be locked in a fixed set of expectations. By fluidly positioning both 
the learning outcomes, and the learners’ identity in the making, the learner who speaks constructs in his wording an 
image of shifting identity facets being open for exploration, construction and reconstruction: “In the beginning I 
only wanted to acquire some new knowledge about the Byzantine music. Now, even last year I said I like the other 
subjects, maybe I will go for teaching…is changing, nothing is set yet….it’s not shifts, I see them interconnecting 
…It’s a feeling of uncertainty. I expected something, I found some little doors and other little ones behind these and 
they all could be opening and there is a temptation there”. This example of language prompts evidence that learning 
and identity can be understood as in the making and are of a situated nature. To this insight contribute many 
examples of language interviewees have employed in their explorations of their experiences of learning at 
university. 
4. Conclusion 
A growing body of literature is providing contextualized accounts of how interaction and participation in 
learning contexts mediate the construction of both knowledge and identity and their interconnection. A socio-
cultural perspective on understanding learning created in this small study an opportunity to capture how language 
accounting for learning experiences is mediating understandings of how speakers place themselves as social actors 
within cultural worlds and whilst navigating through and expanding their understanding of these worlds, they shape 
up an expanding understanding of who they are in those worlds.  
Thus understood approaches to figuring out what matters in the learning experiences of mature students at an arts 
university, are proposed as means to fill in the blanks in constructing a comprehensive image of the complex 
dynamics of learning at the university.  
It is put forth the idea that sole cognitive approaches to understanding and practicing learning are running at the 
risk of promoting truncated images of learning, often accused of merely setting up to produce the “kind of learning 
subject – a generic, flexible, creative and lonely individual learner ready to be trained and re-trained for whatever 
types of employment are available and constantly faced with the need to ‘de-learn’ within the ‘weightless economy’ 
but always susceptible to moral blame if they ‘fail’” (Ball, 2007). An analytical exercise prompting a few possible 
tools for understanding the learning trajectories of mature students at an arts university is proposed here with 
emphasis on learning that is situated, personal and committed to an identity making process placing humanist values 
at its core.  
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